Fashion bore the symbolic weight of an entire set of social anxieties concerning the war's perceived effects on gender relations: the blurring or reversal of gender boundaries and the crisis of domesticity (la crise du foyer). The belief that women were becoming more like men and rejecting their traditional domestic role existed as early as the fin-de-siecle period but was greatly exacerbated by the war's disruption of the normal hierarchies of status between men and women.'9 One of the most commented on of the war's effects was its blurring of sexual difference. Although the entry of women into higher education and traditionally male professions had begun in the 1890s, the war accelerated this process, as women took over male jobs and often had sole charge of the family.20 Even after the war, many bourgeois women continued to work outside the home, in great part because of the devastating economic effect the war had on their families.
In this age of social and cultural transformation, issues of gender roles and identity concerned, worried, and even traumatized French men and women. Such anxiety found expression in the increasing attention to female identity in the fictional, theoretical, and periodical literature of the years 1917 to 1927.21 A preoccupation with gender issues was also articulated in fears concerning the crisis of domesticity and the growth of the natalist movement during the same period. Natalist rhetoric warned of a widespread crise du devoir maternel, an unwillingness on the part of women to have children, despite the fact that little evidence exists to suggest that women were, in fact, scorning motherhood. 22 The birth rate for the years 1920-1925 was 19.7 per 100 inhabitants, a dramatic increase not only over the wartime decline but also over the pre-war figure of 18.2. Hence while the birth rate was low, it was in fact higher in comparison with pre-war figures. In addition, after this initial postwar revival, the birth rate again began gradually to fall, dropping to 14.8 by the five-year period just before World War II. The reasons for these demographic trends are complex and not reducible to women's assumed desire (or lack of it) to have children. But it is striking to note that the birth rate during the very period in which fears concerning a crise du devoir maternel seemed to peak was in fact the highest in the two-decade period surrounding it. See Colin L. Dyer, Population and Society in Twentieth Century France (New York, 1978), 50, 67-69. mother as an image of female identity inspired a comprehensive array of social policies, such as legislation on abortion, military and financial privileges for large families, and the establishment of state-run maternity institutions. Natalist values were so pervasive in postwar France that only the most politically marginal figures, such as socialists and radical feminists, dared to denounce them openly.23 While historians usually associate the deep anguish connected to the crisis of domesticity with postwar natalist rhetoric, the same sentiments shaped the debates over fashion.
A second set of postwar observers, among them, fashion designers and feminists, interpreted the new look differently. For these people, fashion became the means by which women gained a necessary freedom of movement-and thereby were liberated. According to the feminist Henriette Sauret, the new fashions were not created by men to fulfill or further their ideal of female desirability; rather, they were created by women themselves "to respond to our personal aesthetic or our need for convenience." Sauret described short hair as "a gesture of independence; a personal venture."24 This second reading of fashion in turn raises questions concerning fashion, feminism, and politics worth examining in greater detail. What did it mean politically to argue that these new styles gave women some measure of independence? Did they, in fact, allow women more freedom of movement, and what connection, if any, did this physical emancipation have to more general feminist aims? What, in other words, were the politics of postwar fashion?
The political significance of fashion in postwar France has not been adequately explored by historians, perhaps because of theoretical assumptions concerning the relationship between fashion and social change. Many historians interpret the change in female fashions during these years as nothing more than a derivative expression of social changes already under way. They explain the trend among women toward short hair and a looser, more carefree style of clothing as a reflection of a new freedom of movement women enjoyed in both professional and social circles that was itself brought about by the war.25 Fashion is thus denied a historical dynamic of its own; it becomes a "marker" but not a "maker" of social change. 23 For a classic statement of the natalist argument in the war and postwar periods, see Gaston Rageot, La natalite, ses lois economiques et psychologiques (Paris, 1918 When historians do interpret fashion as transformative, they tend to characterize it as a negative homogenizing force associated with mass consumer culture.26 Most often, feminist historians, for example, have presented twentiethcentury fashion as an element of modern consumerism and an agent of social control, which objectified and manipulated women as sex objects. According to this argument, as fashion became an intense preoccupation of women during this period, it facilitated their assimilation into mainstream patterns of behavior, effacing specifically female forms of cultural expression and thereby defusing female political activism.27 Finally, French feminist historians have dismissed the young garconne or modern woman with whom the new fashions were associated as entirely apolitical. Perceived in terms of an "individualistic" or "lifestyle" approach to emancipation, the modern woman's quest for freedom is seen as frivolous and self-centered.28 As the historian Bonnie Smith has defined it, the modern notion of womanhood "included efficiency at home and work, energy in 26 Many labor historians have stressed the negative homogenizing powers of mass culture. According to the "embourgeoisement thesis" of these historians, for example, mass consumption had the effect of assimilating workers into mainstream middle-class patterns of behavior and eclipsing a genuine working-class culture. Furthermore, one can scarcely ignore the political role that dress has played in French history. During the upheaval of 1789, for example, men and women signaled their allegiance to revolutionary change by demanding the elimination of aristocratic and religious distinctions of dress and by wearing sans-culottes, the bonnet rouge, or the cockade.34 A law for an official revolutionary costume, adopted in 1795, was given this rationale by Gregoire: "The language of signs has an eloquence of its own; distinctive costumes are part of this idiom for they arouse ideas and sentiments analogous to their object, especially when they take hold of the imagination with their vividness."35 Revolutionary fashion was invested with political significance inasmuch as it acted as a language of signs capable of presenting a "vivid" (visual) new political imaginary with a graphic representation of itself, revolutionary costume could "arouse" allegiance to its analogue, republican ideals. Dress had an "eloquence of its own." It was seen as a way to shape character, the maker as well as the measure of the republican citizen.36
As clothing became commercialized into fashion, it became political in a more subtle and less conscious way than in the revolutionary period.37 Nevertheless, postwar fashion-the short hair and scandalously abbreviated dresses of the modern woman-acted as a political language of signs in the same manner that Gregoire had outlined in 1795. Feminists, designers (both male and female), and the women who put on the new fashions interpreted them as affording physical mobility and freedom, in short, as a visual analogue of female liberation. When the new fashions were widely interpreted in this way, they became invested with political meaning. To wear them was to challenge traditional notions of gender difference and to arouse sympathy for freedom and autonomy for women. In other words, fashion constituted a semi-autonomous political language that served as a maker as well as a marker of the modern woman. Postwar fashion figured in a larger struggle for social and political power. Although designers such as Poiret spearheaded the new image of beauty within the elite world of Paris couture long before 1914, working-class and middle-class women did not adopt it until after the war broke out.47 In the somber spirit of the war years, the old ornamental froufrous and decorative accessories were put away and neutral colors adopted. Women doing factory work, for example, began to dress in simple sheath-like frocks and short, full skirts called war crinolines (crinolines de guerre).48 Even after the war, large jewelry or ornament of any kind that drew attention to itself remained out of fashion.49 The taste for a more convenient, minimalist, pared-down look persisted, even as French women returned from the war hospitals and factories.
In the years immediately following the war, Coco Chanel, the youngest and most daring of the Parisian couturiers after the war, further popularized and developed the new style.50 Besides opening the world of haute couture to women, Chanel tried to create a style for "the modern woman," as she was called, that was comfortable, practical, and compatible with an "active" life. "Chanel expresses the heart and soul of lafemme moderne," declared the title of a 1923 article in Vogue.5' Chanel used beige jersey to assure a loose, easy line as well as a sort of "poor" look for her designs. Poiret jested about his postwar rival: "What did Chanel invent? Pauvrete de luxe."52 In part because jersey was so difficult to sew, Chanel simplified and abbreviated her designs to an extent that Poiret had never dared, creating a sporty, casual look. She removed the waistline altogether and radically shortened the skirt to well above the ankle (Figure 2 ). Chanel also adopted male fashionsshort hair, ties, collars, long tailor-cutjackets, and pyjamas-to create a boyish look.53
Chanel's style of dress peaked in popularity at mid-decade and maintained its dominance in the fashion world until 1927 or 1928, when designers such as Jean Patou and Elsa Schiaparelli began to reassert the waist and the bust. Although the new style followed a fashion cycle of growth and decline in the ten years from 1918 to 1928, its basic aesthetic and lines remained unaltered. Hence the period represents an internally consistent stage in fashion design, and it is also possible to group together fashion commentary and debate from these years as a coherent body of evidence.54 Chanel's styles became very popular in the postwar years, meticulously imitated by young girls throughout France. At the same time, they became inscribed in a debate concerning female identity and power as well as the 47Much more research on class patterns of consumption needs to be done in order to arrive at a precise class analysis of fashion history in this period. In Fashion and Eroticism, 235, Steele downplays the importance of the war, arguing that the new styles might have emerged even without the influence of the war. 48 Above all, Vautel meant his cartoon to be funny, and certainly the lament that fashion was erasing the boundaries of sexual difference frequently became the subject of innocent humor. A column in the women's magazine Femina told the story of a woman who was driving dressed in a riding outfit that made her indistinguishable from a man. When she caused an accident with another car by her own recklessness, the other driver, a man, emerged from his ruined vehicle. Enraged enough to mistake her sex, he slugged her in the jaw.57 An article in the radical-socialist journal Le quotidien (1924) worried that women who bobbed their hair might eventually suffer from baldness, that once strictly male source of anguish. Because medical wisdom at the time held that the shortness of one's hair caused baldness in some way, Le quotidien wondered "if it wouldn't be necessary to pay dearly in a few years for this fantasy of young womanhood?"58
Elsewhere, the new tendency of women to "disguise themselves as men" was not met with humor but with serious observation and invective.59 "Smoking, wearing short hair, dressed in pyjamas or sportswear," complained the writer For this observer, the rejection of the highly structured female form in the modern woman's visual appearance symbolized the unrestrained social and cultural space she seemed to inhabit. In the same year, the novelist Christiane Fournier called the young modern woman "a monster," explaining that "I only want to say that she has been thrown by her time beyond the realm of natural law. We work [outside the home], and cause a great deal of trouble for ourselves ... we aim for our ideal, which is to 'masculinize' ourselves. Our hair is short, we are independent in both word and deed."65 Both observers above emphasize the modern woman's inability to be "located precisely" within the "natural laws" and "traditions" of French society. The silhouette of la femme moderne-as a being without breasts, without waist, without hips-visually articulated this erosion of traditional cultural categories.
Critics The language that Drieu la Rochelle used to describe Gwen confuses her nakedness with other less tangible qualities, such as deprivation, barrenness, a scarcity of warmth and pleasure. As such, the language evokes a moral anguish that exceeds the boundaries of mere description. In the story, Gwen's metaphoric sterility described here represents the spiritual impotence and malaise felt by the veteran Liessies, with whom Gwen is involved. To Drieu la Rochelle, the modern woman evokes a sense of exposure and a fundamental loss of innocence.
The same preoccupation with the starkness and sterility of the new fashions marks a later book titled Reproches a une dame qui a coupe" ses cheveux (1927). The author, literary critic Pierre Lievre, condemns his neighbor because, in bobbing her hair, she lost the ability to distinguish between those to whom her hair was always done up and those to whom she let it down in the intimacy of her home. "One well knows that she can no longer transform herself in the bedroom: one knows her exactly as she is.'71 For Lievre, short hair signified a new frankness in women's behavior, as well as the loss of a virginal intimacy, a domestic, private pleasure. Speaking of those husbands and lovers who had suffered from "the cruel fashions which reign today," Lievre concluded with this lament: "their intimacy has lost its crowning glory. They no longer awaken near a tousled lover, but instead, a friend with disheveled hair."72 Short hair, as Lievre saw it, was cruel in the sense that it destroyed not only sexual difference but also a familiar, intimate, interior life.
The "modern woman" signified a colder, more impersonal world. In 1924, the novelist Magdeline Chaumont critiqued her sterility:
Warped by life or only by fashion, we distance ourselves from what could be called somewhat disdainfully: tender feelings ... Observe in any public place the expression which all women wear upon their faces. Do we see one who is kind, dreamy or satisfied? No, they all have features which are shut, hard, spiteful. . . Put simply, women are becoming nasty, aggressive; one expects from them a cruel or disagreeable word. There is no longer either the heart of the mother nor that of the daughter or lover. There is the dried-out heart of la femme moderne, the universal heart has become a desert.73
As in the case of Drieu la Rochelle and Lievre, what charges this description of the modern woman is once again the replacement of a "dreamy," "tender" world of warmth and satisfaction with one that is colder, sterile, more exposed. "Warped by life or only by fashion"? The distinction was hard to draw, particularly as fashion itself took on the symbolic weight of anguish concerning the perceived loss of idealism and innocence. These components of a lamented pre-war life-at once very familiar and very far away-were believed to be the hard casualties of the war. Even the physiognomy of the modern woman became a way of talking about the loss of the "dreamy" pre-war era, the trauma of rapid change, and the arrival of a brave new world. Fashion thus operated as a text that conveyed the same cultural malaise or crise de l'esprit that Pierre Drieu la Rochelle, Paul Valery, Romain Rolland, and other prominent writers made famous after the war.74 THE CRITICS' INVECTIVE AGAINST THE NEW STYLES suggests that they gained popularity in a socially conservative, natalist atmosphere. Given this social and cultural climate, it was necessary for those who liked the fashions-designers, merchandisers, young women, some journalists-actively to defend and foster their development. The supporters of fashion, whose defense of the new styles seemed to peak at mid-decade, chose to praise it as a means of giving women a necessary freedom of movement and thus emancipating them from old social as well as physical constraints.75 A young woman justified her wearing such clothes 72 Lievre, Reproches, 9-10, 14, 16. 75 Critics of fashion also sometimes spoke of fashion as emancipatory as well. For example, C. Jeglot, otherwise a critic of postwar attire, could not help but praise the fact that "our short dresses by arguing that the modern woman "does not like to be restricted; this is why she is rejecting attire which could hinder her movements."76 Defenders of the new look created a vivid image of a new kind of woman who leads a mobile, athletic, and independent life. To do so, they adopted two discursive strategies. First, they aligned the new styles with the aesthetic of modern consumer culture, defined in terms of mobility and speed. Second, they conflated physical and psychological qualities in their logic of human behavior: how one dressed encouraged behaviors analogous to the visual image produced. This conflation of the visual and the behavioral was key to the politics of women's fashion in the postwar era.
Supporters Although the origins of such images are impossible to determine, feminists were using them to describe fashion in the early 1920s, several years before they were adopted by the designers quoted above. As we have seen, the radical feminist Henriette Sauret described short hair in 1919 as "a gesture of independence; a personal venture." According to Augusta Moll-Weiss, a well-known feminist and founder of the household rationalization movement, when women of all classes were working, they demanded fashions "which one can put on easily, rapidly." Complicated fashions were no longer popular, she argued in 1921, because women "no longer tolerate impeding their freedom of movement for the benefit of laws whose omnipotence they no longer recognize."93 In 1922, feminist journalist Jane Misme, editor of La franfaise, praised the new, more abbreviated swimsuits worn by young women for giving them ease and freedom of movement in the water: "anything which stands in the way of the harmonious and necessary development of the body can only be a false kind of grace and modesty."94 By describing the old swimsuits as "false," Misme implied that the new ones more faithfully expressed a woman's "natural" self. Maria Verone, a prominent postwar feminist leader and the editor of the bourgeois feminist monthly Le droit des femmes, agreed with Misme. "The women who have preceded us," she maintained, "gave us the bad example of fake hair, false sentiments, marriage without love." By contrast, she argued, "we wear short hair, dresses which are not constricting and we want to have a profession, in order to be independent."95 Like Gregoire, Verone believed that dress constituted a symbolic language that, through its vividness and ability to excite the imagination, "arouse[d] ideas and sentiments analogous to their object." Fake hair encouraged duplicity in one's life as well as one's appearance, leading inevitably to "false sentiments" and loveless marriage. Likewise, the "non-constricting" clothes of the modern woman created a visual analogue of liberation, encouraging an "independent" life. to the historian Marylene Delbourg-Delphis, a new concept of beauty arose in the 1920s, particularly after mid-decade. This concept was based on faith in the body's malleability, its ability to be shaped and improved. As a result, she points out, women began to use more make-up and invest greater amounts of time and money in beauty products for face, skin, and hair.99 An article in Vogue during 1923 commented on how long women were spending in "instituts de beaute" and insisted that to achieve the look, the modern woman must "greet with a smile the incessant admonitions, the harsh instructions of the trainer, masseuse, professor: "Stand up straight, don't slump your back, eat little, don't drink, walk, get up, lean over ... think of your health, of hygiene above all."'00 Several such instituts de beaute were begun during the 1920s, especially in the later years of the decade.'0' Although women claimed that the new bob cut was "practical" and easy to care for, one commentator asked in 1924, "who will be persuaded that a few minutes every day devoted to the maintenance of long hair in the intimacy of the home can be compared to the interminable periods of waiting at the hairdresser's?"'02 The political writer FranSois de Bondy agreed in 1927 that women now spent their lives at their hairdresser and remarked that "to pretend the contrary would be a little like saying that it was more practical for us men to shave every morning than to grow a beard."'03
In addition, after 1920, the style of dress required excessive thinness, which could only be achieved by continuous, strict dieting. 104 A panoply of new products appeared on the market to help women shape their sometimes unwilling bodies into conformity with the new silhouette. These included such panaceas as Dr. Duchamp's l'Iodhyrine, "approved and recommended by the French and international medical body," Dr. Jawas' "Mexican tea," "L'ovidine-Lutier," which promised a "marvellous result, without diet or danger," the Gigartina seaweed sugar-coated pills (dragees) designed to thin the chin, thighs, and waist, "Galton pills," also to rid women of double chins, and "Tanagra drag&es," containing thyroid to dehydrate women and produce "in no time an elegant and supple silhouette."'05 With a tone of great pity, a 1924 Vogue article described the regime of "la malheureuse who has resolved to maintain an ideal weight": "Hours passed in the gym, mornings devoted to the brutal hands of masseuses, thyroid pills taken despite the risk of permanently ruining one's health, masks or rubber girdles to slim down waists or faces."'06 Although traditional types of corsets were abol- Second, in considering fashion as a political gesture, one needs to ask whether or not participation in this visual fantasy of liberation was a conscious political choice. Did women deliberately wear the new styles in order to project an image of personal freedom? Or were they just fond of new clothes and the mode of the day? Exactly why women wore what they did is a complex issue, with the considerations ranging from personal aesthetics to the desire to conform. The motivation of these women is especially difficult to ascertain because only rarely did they articulate their reasons on paper; fashion was something to wear, not to write about. These considerations of motive point up the possible weaknesses of fashion as a political or feminist strategy. The women who wore the new fashions were certainly rebellious, but if this act of rebellion was not a conscious political choice, was it likely to last or blossom into other forms? Were these women destined for an eventual relapse into conventionality?1"3
The answers to these questions lie beyond the scope of this essay, but it is interesting to look at fashions during the 1930s with them in mind. After 1927 or 1928, rising stars of haute couture such as Elsa Schiaparelli began to reassert the waist and bust in dresses and to pioneer a gentler, more sculptured look. Typical of this new style were the coiffures that replaced the bob: framed by curls around the face, they had a softer, more "feminine" look. Fashion once again began to follow the contours of a woman's body and to delineate, even emphasize, sexual 112 I am indebted to Estelle Freedman of Stanford University for this point. 113 This question was raised by a reader for the American Historical Review. In fact, as George Fredrickson and Karen Sawislak have suggested to me, the paradoxical life cycle of a fashion would seem to make such a relapse into conventionality inevitable. A certain fashion becomes popular because it challenges convention in some way. For example, the short bob gained popularity in great part because it represented a challenge to the old female convention of long tresses and elaborate coiffures. Yet the very popularization of this fashion, in turn, made it conventional-in the sense that "everyone" was having her hair cut.
difference. The length of skirts, which gradually grew throughout the 1920s, stabilized at mid-calf by 1930, and fashion generally grew more "respectable" and "responsible." The notion of "liberty" and "scandal" in fashion disappeared." 14 The period between 1918 and 1927 thus formed an exceptional time in twentieth-century French fashion, in which what women wore became invested with political meaning in a profound yet ephemeral way. The political significance of fashion did not inhere in the styles themselves; rather, fashion became political because of the way it was interpreted by contemporaries, how it was understood in the cultural imaginaire. Wearing the new styles was in no way a form of organized feminism, as we are used to thinking of this term. Nor can they be said to have authorized "feminist" emancipation. But even if unable to win women the vote, adherence to the new fashions did help to keep issues of female identity at the forefront of French life during a period of rapid social transformation. Speaking of the bob, Rene Rambaud asserted, "Never has any other [fashion] held such a place in the mind, in conversation, in events."15 Through fashion, changes in female identity were debated, challenged, and embraced in multiple ways.
Through fashion as well, the image of the modern woman became associated with an aesthetic of a modern consumerism. Far from serving as a homogenizing force, modern consumer culture became the means by which women expressed a more liberated self. The visual alignment of la femme moderne with an ethos of mobility (embodied in the automobile) created a cultural landscape in which a vivid new kind of woman-powerful, active, and adventuresome-could be represented. The woman pictured behind the wheel of her torpedo was on the way to her office, store, or factory. In this sense, the impact of consumer culture on specifically female forms of cultural expression is both more paradoxical and complex than historians have believed. The modern woman's quest for freedom, spoken in the language of fashion and consumerism, deserves reconsideration as a form of collective political engagement.
For historians trying to understand socio-cultural changes during the period of World War I, the controversy surrounding postwar fashion is a rich source for exploration. The ways in which French observers read the text of fashion can tell us much about what preoccupied and worried them during this time of transition. Many of the French, such as fashion's critics, yearned for a more traditional and stable French society, symbolized by the domestic hearth. They expressed anxiety that change would usher in a colder, more impersonal world. Others, namely the supporters of fashion, welcomed change as a dismissal of pre-war social constraints. Fashion was not "politics" as we are used to conceiving of it, but the debates over its meaning in postwar France were profoundly political. The fashions of the modern woman became central to the cultural mythology of the era, instilling at once envy, admiration, frustration, and horror, because they provided both a visual language for upheaval and change and figured in a political struggle for the redefinition of female identity. 
